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Research question and theoretical background 
Cognitive linguists are increasingly interested in understanding the conceptual framing of language 
ideologies, attitudes, and representations (see e.g. Geeraerts et al. 2010). In this paper, we will 
investigate language ideology and attitudes towards regional Italian varieties by drawing on 
experimental data. It is a well-known fact that the diffusion of the official Italian language – basically 
standardized from the 14th century Florentine literary language – has been a long and complex 
process (De Mauro 1963), which – paradoxically – had triggered a process of re-normativization, 
leading to the emergence of so-called ‘Neo-standard Italian’ (Berruto 1987). Less is known, however, 
about the complex contact situation between the national Italian varieties and the regional or 
supraregional varieties. Even less is known about how the official or common Italian language has 
been losing legitimacy in the last decade in favour of these regional varieties. Both regional varieties 
and spoken language act as erosion factors on the standard Italian received from the literary tradition, 
promoting the creation of new regional varieties or vernaculars. By inspecting social and psychological 
factors like opinions and attitudes, we want to predict future changes in the prevailing language 
ideology in Italy. These changes will be analyzed against the backdrop of the changing conceptions of 
language as pertaining to different cultural models in Western society (Polzenhagen & Dirven 2008). 
 
Data and methods 
The fundamental idea is that if the Italian speakers ascribe prestige to a social or regional group, 
which speaks one of the regional varieties, they will accept more easily linguistic influences from those 
varieties in the standard language. We will report on two data sets both collected on a sample of 
southern Italian speakers: the first results from a verbal guise experiment and the second from a free 
response experiment. The former data set is analyzed with a factor analysis, the latter one by means 
of distributional semantic methods and principles. The combination of these datasets will provide a 
more fine-grained insight into the prevailing language ideology in the contemporary Italian speech 
community. Previous work (e.g. Peirsman et al. 2010; Heylen et al. 2012) has shown how Semantic 
Vector Spaces can serve as an explorative tool to investigate large data collections which wording is 
used to understand attitudes. In this paper we want to contribute to this trend and use Semantic 
Vector Spaces to identify construal patterns in linguistic attitudes towards regional Italian varieties, and 
in particular to reveal the semantic fields which the Italian speaker uses when conceptualizing and 
talking about variation in Italy. Moreover, we will also use Semantic Vector Spaces in order to 
supplement the relatively bare attitudinal profile obtained by the verbal guise experiment. 
 
Results 
By combining the more traditional verbal guise and the Semantic Vector Space Model we found that 
the Italian spoken with Milanese accent constitutes a good candidate to become the new spoken 
standard in contemporary Italian.  
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